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OF THE 

COMMISSIONERS FOR THE HERRING FISHERY, 

On the Act 59 Geo. Ill, c. 109, “ for the further encouragement and improve- 
ment of the Irish Fisheries and on “ Memorials from the Curers in Caithness, 
and the Freeholders and others in the County of Sutherland complaining of 
the said Act, and praying relief. — 2d May 1820. 

Whitehall, Treasury Chambers,! _ _ __ , _ „ , „ ^ 

i+th June i8ao. j GEO. HARRISON. 



To the Right Honourable the Lords Commissioners 
of His Majesty’s Treasury. 

MAE IT PLEASE YOUR LORDSHIPS, 

W E have received Mr. Mitford and Mr. Harrison’s letters of the 3d and 
7th ultimo, transmitting for our consideration and observations, a copy of 
the Act 59 Geo. Ill, c. 109, “for the further encouragement and improvement 
of the Irish Fisheries,” together with Memorials from the Curers on the coast of 
Caithness, and the Freeholders and others in the county of Sutherland, setting forth 
the injury they will sustain from the said Act, and praying relief; and having, in 
obedience to your Lordships commands, taken the same into consideration, together 
with a report on the subject thereof, which we thought it necessary to call for from 
the general inspectors in this service, — we now present the following observations, 
which we shall confine principally to such of the provisions in the Irish Act as 
interfere most materially with those of the Acts under which we are constituted. 

By the Act 59 Geo. Ill, c. 109, above-quoted, a bounty of 50/ per ton is given 
for vessels of not less than 15 or above 60 tons burthen, which shall be fitted out 
from Ireland for the Herring Fishery ; of which sum 20/ per ton is to be paid without 
reference to the cargo, and the remainder to be given on the cargo brought home, at 
the rate of 6/ per barrel for Herrings gutted with a knife, and 4/ per barrel for 
Herrings Pilchards and Mackerel not so gutted (or, in other words, for ungutted 
fish,) but so that the whole bounty, both for ship and cargo, shall not exceed 50/ per 
ton. Tiie vessels are required to have on board 16 bushels of salt for every 
12 barrels of fish they are capable of containing ; they must remain three months at 
the fishing, unless they shall have obtained a full cargo before that time; and liberty 
is given to the adventurers to fish, or to purchase fresh fish on any part of the coast 
of Great Britain, Ireland, or the Isle of Man ; but there is no provision in the Act 
requiring the vessels to be furnished with boats, nets, fishing materials or any given 
number of crew ; and the presumption therefore is, that the adventurers will proceed 
to the coast of Scotland, where the fishing is most abundant, and make up their 
cargoes, as they have been accustomed to do for some years back, by purchasing 
Fresh Herrings from the Scotch fishermen, and afterwards curing them. From this 
description, it is evident that the fishing contemplated in the Irish Act is the same 
with the British Loch and Coast Fishery, for which no other bounty is given than 
4/ per barrel for Herrings gutted with a knife, or 3/6 per barrel if they shall have 
been gutted with the finger and thumb ; and although there is no restriction in this 
country as to the quantity of salt that vessels engaged in the Coast Fishery shall 
have on board, or as to the time they shall continue on the fishing ground ; yet this 
in reality makes no difference, as it would be useless for a vessel to proceed to the 
Fishery without having salt on board, and as the vessels of this country remain 
longer out than three months ; because their bounty depends entirely on the quantity 
of Herrings cured, and because if they get no fish they get no bounty at all. In other 
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3 REPORT OF COMMISSIONERS FOR HERRING FISHERY, 
respects the voyages in both countries are precisely the same; but the remuneration 
given to the adventurers is widely different For example ; if a vessel of sixty tons 
burthen be fitted out from Ireland, and bring home a cargo of 300 barrels of <mtted 
Herrings, being at the rate of five barrels per ton, the adventurer would receive sixty 
pounds of tonnage bounty, and ninety pounds of barrel bounty, beincr one hundred 
and hfty pounds in all, or 10/ per barrel ; while, for a vessel of the same size fitted 
out from this country, . at an equal expense (or at a much greater if she is to fish for 
her cargo, while the Irish is only to purchase,; proceeding to the same fishina around 
and bringing home the same quantity of gutted Herrings, the adventurer would only 
receive a bounty of 4/ per barrel, or £. 60 ; leaving a difference of£. 90 in favour of 
me Irish adventurer, or £. 150 per cent of premium more than what is allowed to the 
British. But although this is the effect in a good season, when both vessels are 
supposed to have obtained full cargoes, the difference becomes still greater in favour 
of the Irish when the quantity obtained by both does not amount to a full cargo 
lor example; if the quantity obtained be at the rate of four barrels per ton, or 
240 barrels in all, the Irish adventurer would receive £. 132 of bounty or 11/ per 
barrel ; if it be at the rate of 3 barrels per ton or 180 barrels in all, he would receive 
£.114, or 12/8 per barrel; if at the rate of 2 barrels per ton or 120 barrels in all 
he would receive £.96, or 16/ per barrel ; and if at the rate of 1 barrel per ton or 
60 barrels m all, he would receive £. 78, or 26/ per barrel ; while in all these cases 
the bounty given to the British curer would be nothing more than 4/ per barrel. And 
if it should happen that both voyages were totally unsuccessful, the Irish adventurer 
would receive £ 60 of tonnage bounty, which would go far to cover the disbursements 
and expenses of the voyage; while the British adventurer would get nothing at all 
but be left to struggle with his misfortunes as he best may, or be compelled to abandon 
a business in which he could no longer compete with any rational hope of success 



The Statement above given is made on the supposition, that the vessels of both 
countries bring home their Herrings gutted with a knife; but your Lordships will 
please observe, that if the Irish adventurer think proper to bring them home umutted 
he is entitled to the same bounty of 20/ per ton for his vessel, and 4/ per barrel to 
the extent of five barrels per ton on the fish, (including not only Herrings, but also 
Pilchards and Mackerel,) thus making the bounty he would be entitled to, on a full 
cargo, at the rate of 8/ per barrel, and increasing in the proportion before mentioned 
according as the quantity of fish brought home is diminished ; while the British curer 
receives no bounty whatever, by the Acts under our management, for either ungutted 
Herrings, Pilchards or Mackerel. 



From this account of the difference of the bounties given in each country for the 
encouragement of the Coast fishery, it is evident to us, that no inaenuity of the British 
curer can enable him to compete with the Irish, who will be enabled to outbid him in 
the price given for fresh fish, and at the same time undersell him in the market for 
cured Herrings; and it is our decided opinion, that if the bounties in the two countries 
are allowed to continue as they now stand, the Destruction of the British Curers must 
be the inevitable consequence. We are aware, that it has been attempted to defend 
the Irish bounty of 50/ per ton, upon the ground that a bounty of £.3 per ton is 
given in Britain, for the encouragement of the Deep Sea Fishery; but we can assure 
youi Loidships, that there is no foundation whatever for drawing a comparison 
between these two modes of fishing, which, in their nature, and the leaal provisions 
for carrying them on, are altogether dissimilar ; and we trust your Lordships will be 
satisfied of this, when we mention that the average number of vessels fitted out for the 
Deep Sea fishery since our establishment, does not amount to seven in the year 
while the average number fitted out for the Coast Fishery, (or that mode of fishing 
which is contemplated in the Irish Act) including their repeated voyages, and without 
reckoning their boats, cannot be taken at less than one thousand. It has also been 
said, that a superiority is given to the British curers, in the bounty granted for Herrings 
cured on shore, which in this country amounts to 4/ per barrel ; while for Herrinasso 
cured in Ire and, the bounty allowed is only 3/ per barrel. But it is proper to observe, 
that the Irish bounty is given for Herrings, Pilchards and Mackerel, whether gutted ox 
ungutted, while the British bounty is restricted to gutted Herrings ; and that the 
expense of gutting, (which it is not likely that shore curers in Ireland will attempt ) 
with the price of the additional number of Herrings thereby required to fill up the 
barrel, will more than counterbalance the apparent difference in the bounty. 

In addition to this statement of the difference of the bounties given in the two 
countries, in so far as Herrings are concerned, we beg leave further to observe to 
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ON ACT FOR ENCOURAGEMENT OF IRISH FISHERIES, &c. 3 
your Lordships, that the difference becomes still greater in favour of the Irish, by the 
omission of certain restrictions in their Act, to which the British carers are subjected : 
For, by the British Acts, the quantity of Herrings required to be in a bungpacked 
barrel, is 235 lbs.; while by the Irish Act, the quantity required is only 224 lbs. being 
a difference in favour of Ireland of 1 1 lbs. or nearly £. 5 per cent on the value of 
the fish. And while by the Fishery Acts of this country, Herrings intended for bounty, 
are required to be gutted and packed within 24 hours after they are caught ; thus 
rendering it imperative on the curer to have these operations performed within the 
prescribed time, at whatever expense it may cost. By the Irish Act there is no 
limitation of the time of gutting and packing, so that the adventurer need put himself 
to no extra expense on that account; being well aware that his bounty does not 
depend on any such necessary exertion. It may also further be remarked, that by 
the Irish Act, the sum of £.5,000 per annum is placed at the disposal of the Commis- 
sioners, without being restricted to any particular object, but to be applied for the 
encouragement of the Coast Fishery, in any manner they may think proper; while the 
sum of £.3,000 only, is placed at the disposal of this Board for the express purpose of 
encouraging the Open Sea Fishery, (a species of Fishing similar to that of the Deep 
Sea, and in which the adventurers are prohibited from fishing in any river, bay or loch, 
but are required to shoot and haul their nets in the open sea, without the intervention 
of small boats;) and that should the Irish Commissioners lay out the sum placed at 
their disposal in additional bounties, it would pay the curers at the rate of 2/ per 
barrel for 50,000 barrels, over and above what they are otherwise entitled to. 

But independently of all that has been above said, there are other differences in the 
provisions of the Acts of the two countries, which we are apprehensive may lead to 
very serious disputes and misunderstandings. For example, no net is allowed to be 
used on the coast of Great Britain for the taking of Herrings, which hath a mesh 
less than an inch from knot to knot. In the Irish Act there is no such restriction ; and 
hence it follows, that if the adventurers from that country shall fish for Herrings on 
the coast of Great Britain, with nets less in the mesh than such as are allowed to be 
used here, it will be the duty of the naval superintendents, and other officers in this 
department to seize them, and the owners will be subjected to a penalty of £. 40, 
besides the loss of their nets which will fall to be burnt. Again, by the British Acts, 
no Herrings are allowed, under pain of forfeiture, to be cured, packed or put up, in 
Great Britain, or on board any vessel or boat employed in the British Fishery,, which 
shall be made in whole or in part of Fir, or which shall not be half an inch thick 
throughout of made work. But in the Irish Act, there is no restriction either as to 
woodf or thickness of stave, (except in the case of exportation, when the barrel is 
ordered to be half an inch thick at the bulge,) the barrels are merely required to be of 
sufficient strength, without defining in what that sufficiency is to consist; from which it 
will follow, that if the Irish adventurers bring to this country, barrels other than what 
are allowed by the British Acts, to be used in the Herring Fishery, all such barrels, 
with the Herrings contained in them, will of course be liable to be seized by any 
officer of the Fishery, Customs or Excise. And while by the Irish Act, every vessel 
entered for the Irish Fishery, is required to have on board two half barrels, each contain- 
ing sixteen gallons, with which shall be measured the Herrings taken on board by her ; 
and by a subsequent Clause (thereby in our opinion rendering the former nugatory) 
power is given to the Irish Commissioners to fix and determine, by rules and regu- 
lations to be made by them, the contents of the measure by which Herrings or other 
fish taken in the Irish Fishery, shall be bought and sold ; yet if the Irish adventurer 
shall proceed to the coast of Great Britain, and purchase or receive Herrings there 
by any other measure than the British standard cran of 42 gallons, appointed by this 
Board to be used in the fishery, or which shall not have been branded by the officers 
of this service, he will forfeit the cran, besides incurring a penalty of £.10. We beg 
further to observe, before concluding this part of the subject, that we consider there 
is not sufficient care taken in the Irish Act, to guard against the danger of the same 
Herrings obtaining bounty more than once, or of being produced for bounty in both 
countries, by which the Revenue may be very seriously injured ; and we think it 
extremely probable that such attempts may be made, if indeed they have not been 
made already. 

Having thus adverted to such of the provisions of the Irish Fishery Acts, as we 
think will affect the Herring Fishery of this countiy ; and having shown, we trust 
to your Lordships satisfaction, the injury that will accrue to the British curers, if the 
law is to continue in its present shape, as well as the incompatibility of the Acts of 
1*7. A 2 the 
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4 REPORT OF COMMISSIONERS FOR HERRING FISHERY, 
the two countries, if the Irish vessels shall prosecute the Fishery on the coast of 
Great Britain ; we think it our duty to state to your Lordships, our sentiments as to 
the remedy that ought to be provided. There appear to us only two ways in which 
this can be done ; viz. either by raising the British bounties to the level of the Irish or 
by reducing the Irish to that of the British ; and doing away the inconsistencies that 
now exist in the Irish Act, with the provisions of the Acts under our management. 
The first of these measures, namely, raising the British bounty to the level of the 
Irish, we consider to be highly impolitic, and in fact a mere waste of the public 
money ; as, without such exorbitant encouragement, the British Fishery is regularly 
increasing every year, in a most astonishing manner; and its character, under the 
present system of restricting the bounty to the cure of the Herrings, already stands 
much higher, both at home and abroad, than it ever did under the system which 
prevailed before our appointment, when enormous sums of money were annually 
given in the shape of tonnage bounties on vessels fitted out for the Loch and Coast 
Fishery, in the same manner as is now to be attempted with Ireland; and as the 
restoration of the Coast Tonnage Bounty would infallibly produce the same evils which 
formerly led to the repeal of the system. It would open a door to extensive frauds 
on the revenue; it would, in a great measure, again prevent the inhabitants of the 
Highlands from availing themselves, by Boat Fishing, of the almost only natural 
advantage of their situation ; it would lead to carelessness and want of exertion on 
the part of the adventurers, when they were assured of a covering bounty, whatever 
might be their success; and it would throw a great additional burthen on the 
country, without any equivalent worth consideration. In the year ending the 5th in- 
stant, we have passed debentures for barrel bounties to the extent of nearly 
• t < ? 00 j’ " hlch ’ - md there been a tonna S e bounty in addition, such as now exists 
111 Ireland, would in all probability have been more than doubled, without any 
corresponding benefit to the nation. And so little, indeed, do we think an increased 
bounty to be necessary, that had the Irish Act not passed, it was our intention to 
have proposed to your Lordships, that the existing bounty should be reduced to 3/ 
per barrel, and thus have created a Saving to the Revenue of upwards of /. 15,000 
a year, without detriment to the Fishery. But such reduction is now out of the 
question, unless the Irish bounties be made the same. 

The other measure, namely, that of reducing the Irish to a level with the British 
bounty, and extending the regulations of this Fishery to Ireland, is that which, in our 
opinion, ought to be followed. It is the only certain method that we can devise of 
putting an effectual stop to the heart burnings and jealousies, disputes and misunder- 
standings that must otherwise inevitably take place : It is a measure of which the 
adventurers in either country could not with justice complain; and if the success 
attending this establishment is to be taken as a criterion, it is the mode best adapted 
to promote the welfare of the Irish Fishery. Much of the evil to be apprehended 
would no doubt be removed, by prohibiting the Irish from fishing or purchasing fresh 
fish on the coast of Great Britain ; but such a prohibition would be extremely illiberal 
and in our opinion should not be adopted, while so much better a remedy can be pro- 
vided. Besides, the number of Irish vessels that have been cleared out in this coun- 
try for the Loch and Coast Fishery, and have taken the benefit of the British Bounty 
by getting their Herrings regularly inspected and branded by our officers before they 
returned home with them, has been upon the increase for these some years past; and 
although their barrels and other equipments were at first extremely inferior, they were 
last season in every respect equal to the British, and bounty has been granted for them 
accordingly. If any other proof were wanting, this circumstance appears to us per- 
fectly conclusive, that the Tonnage Bounty offered by the Irish Act is unnecessary 
and that were the same rate of bounty, and the same regulations as exist in this 
country, extended to Ireland, no further encouragement would be requisite for the im- 
provement and extension of the Fishery in that part of the kingdom. 

We do therefore most earnestly submit to your Lordships, that the bounty for the 
encouragement of the Herring Fishery in both countries, should be made the same 
by reducing the Irish to the level of the British ; and that the British Fishery Regula- 
tions should be extended to Ireland, (to be under the management there of the Irish 
Commissioners) with such alterations and amendments as experience has shown to be 
necessary for the safety of the revenue, the prevention of imposition on the public, 
and the improvement of the cure of Herrings, and as the peculiar habits of each 
country may require. 

We 
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ON ACT FOR ENCOURAGEMENT OF IRISH FISHERIES, &c. 5 

We think it not incumbent upon us to take notice of the other provisions of the 
Irish Act, (although much might be said regarding some of them, if it fell within our 
province,) further than to state, that other bounties are given to the inhabitants of that 
country, for which no similar bounty exists in this ; but which the British curer will 
naturally think himself as well entitled to receive as the Irish. Of these bounties 
in general, we do not consider ourselves entitled to give an opinion ; but with respect 
to that of 4/ per cwt. for Cod and Ling, for the taking of which no bounty exists here, 
we think it our duty to inform your Lordships, that even without bounty, more fish of 
that description are caught than can be disposed of; and that could a market only be 
found, the quantity could be increased to any extent that may be required. To give 
bounty, therefore, in such circumstances, for the additional supply of an article for 
which there is so limited a demand, appears to us unnecessary ; although, if it is 
given to the Irish, it must, we presume, as a matter of justice, be given also to the 
British. 

After this full exposition of our sentiments on the subject of the Irish Act, we shall 
not take up your Lordships time with any detailed observations on the Memorials 
from Caithness and Sutherland. We agree entirely in what is stated by the Caith- 
ness curers; but we consider that the Memorialists from Sutherland-shire are mistaken 
in supposing that the bounty of 6/ per barrel is given in Ireland for Herrings, 
Pilchards and Mackerel gutted with a knife ; and that the Irish inspectors are 
authorized to regulate and limit the Fishing stations on the British coast : as the 
bounty in question applies only to Herrings gutted with a knife, although the bounty 
of 4/ per barrel of ungutted fish, extends to Pilchards and Mackerel as well as 
Herrings ; and as the power given to the Irish inspectors to regulate the Fishing 
stations, is limited to the coast of Ireland. The prayer of the Caithness Memo- 
rialists, That the British and Irish curers may be placed on the same footing, by an 
immediate Repeal of the Irish Act, appears to us most just and natural, and such as 
we sincerely trust will be complied with. And in the firm persuasion that this will be 
done, we are therefore of opinion that the prayer of the Sutherland Memorialists, to 
be allowed a Bounty for this season, of 1 0/ per barrel for Gutted Fish, ought not to be 
granted. 

All which is most humbly submitted 



Office for the Herring Fishery,'! 
Edinburgh, 2d May 1820. j 



N. B. — The Memorials are returned herewith. 



J. CLERK RATTRAY, 
WILLIAM FORBES, 
JOHN HAY, 

AL. OSBORN, 
GILBERT INNES. 
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